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c
^ ^ ^ cholars have long de^ ^ bated how the first
^
W day of the week—
^ ^ ^ ^ Sunday—came to be
adopted by a majority of Christians as the day of rest and worship in place of the biblicallyprescribed, seventh-day Sabbath.
The classic explanation, as
stated by Thomas Aquinas, is
that "the observance of the
Lord's day took the place of the
observance of the Sabbath not
by virtue of the [biblical] precept but by the institution of
the Church." 1 In other words,
the adoption of Sunday observance has been traditionally attributed to ecclesiastical authority rather than to biblical or
apostolic precepts. This has
been the position of most historians who have studied the
question.
Recently, however, some
scholars have argued that Sunday
observance has a biblical or apostolic origin. According to
these scholars, from the inception of the Church, the Apostles
themselves chose the first day of
the week in place of the seventh
day in order to commemorate
the resurrection or Easter appearance of Jesus three days after his crucifixion.
My own assessment of the
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sources is that this thesis is
wrong—on two counts. First,
the change from Saturday to Sunday occurred sometime after 135
C.E. Second, the change originated in Rome, not Jerusalem.
The view that the apostolic
Jerusalem church pioneered SunThe

earliest

documentary
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day worship rests on two incorrect assumptions. The first incorrect assumption is that because the resurrection and appearance of Jesus occurred in
Jerusalem on Sunday, the
Apostles instituted Sunday worship to c o m m e m o r a t e these
events by the distinctive Christian liturgy. The second incorrect a s s u m p t i o n is t h a t the

worship?

Apostles were encouraged by the
fact that the earliest Christians in
Jerusalem "no longer felt at home
in Jewish sabbath worship." 2
T h e earliest d o c u m e n t a r y
sources refute both these assumptions. Nothing in the New Testament prescribes or even suggests the c o m m e m o r a t i o n of
Jesus' resurrection on Sunday. In
fact, Sunday is consistently denominated not as the "Day of the
Resurrection," but as the "first
day of the week." 3
The earliest explicit references
to the observance of Sunday as
the Christian Sabbath are by
Barnabas (ca. 135 C.E.) and Justin (ca. 150 C.E.). Both writers
do mention the resurrection as a
basis for Sunday observance but
only as the second of two reasons,
important but not predominant.
These references hardly confirm
the contention that the origin of
Sunday, as sometimes claimed,
"is to be found solely in the fact
of the Resurrection of Christ on
the day after the Sabbath." 4
If the early Jerusalem church
had pioneered and promoted
Sunday observance, we would
expect to find that the primitive
Christian community in Jerusalem broke away almost immediately from Jewish religious traditions and services. Those who
argue for an apostolic origin of
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Sunday observance make precisely this contention. But the
opposite is the case. The book
of Acts, as well as several JudeoChristian documents, persuasively demonstrate that both the
ethnic composition and the theological orientation of the Jerusalem church were profoundly Jewish. Luke's characterization of
the Jerusalem church as "zealous
for the law" (Acts 21:20) is an
accurate description.
The attachment of the Jerusalem church to the Mosaic Law is
reflected in some of the decisions
of the so-called Jerusalem Council held about 40-50 C.E. (see
Acts 15). The exemption from
circumcision is there granted only
"to the brethren who are of the
Gentiles" (Acts 15:23). No concession is made for Jewish-Christians, who must continue to circumcise their children.
James's s t a t e m e n t at the
Jerusalem Council in support of
his proposal that concessions be
made to Gentile Christians is also
significant: "For generations past
Moses has had spokesmen in every city; he is read every Sabbath
in the synagogues" (Acts 15:21).
All interpreters recognize that
both in his proposal and in its
justification, James reaffirms the
binding nature of the Mosaic
Law, which was customarily
taught every Sabbath (Saturday)
in the synagogue.
Paul's last visit to Jerusalem
(58-60 C.E.) provides further insight. The apostle was informed
by James and the elders that thousands of converted Jews were "all
zealous for the law" (Acts 21:20);
Paul was then pressured by the
same leaders to prove that he also
"live[d] in observance of the law"
(Acts 21:24) by undergoing a rite
of purification at the Temple. In
the light of this deep commitment
to the observance of the Law, it is
hardly conceivable that the Jerusalem church would have abrogated
one of its chief precepts—
Sabbathkeeping—and pioneered
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Sunday worship instead.
While social, political, and religious conditions explain why a
new day of worship was substituted for the Saturday Sabbath,
they do not explain why Sunday
rather than Friday (the day of
Christ's passion) or another day
was chosen. The influence of sun
worship, with its "Sun-day," provides the most plausible explanation. "From the early part of the
second century A.D., the cult of
Sol Invictus [the Invincible Sun]
was dominant in Rome and in
other parts of the Empire." 5
We know that the Roman suncults otherwise influenced Christian thought and liturgy. The
Church Fathers frequently condemn Christian veneration of the
sun. In early Christian art and
literature, the sun is often used
as a symbol to represent Christ.
The orientation of early Christian churches was changed; instead of facing Jerusalem as did
synagogues, churches were oriented to the east. The dies natalis
Solis Invicti (the birthday of the
Invincible Sun) was chosen as the
Christian Christmas.
A second-century change in the
Roman calendar also suggests the
influence of sun worship on the
Christian choice of Sunday as the
new Sabbath. The seven-day week
was first adopted by the Roman
Empire in the first century C.E.
At that time the days of the week
were named after the planets (as
they still are). Saturn's day (Saturday) was originally the first day
of the week. The sun's day (Sunday) was originally the second day
of the week. Under the influence
of sun worship, however, a change
occurred in the second century:
The sun's day (Sunday) became
the first day of the week, in the
most honored position. (Each of
the other days was advanced one
day, and Saturn's day thereby became the seventh day of the week.)
This development probably influenced Roman Christians with a
pagan background to adopt and

adapt the sun's day for their Christian worship. This would serve to
emphasize to non-Christian Romans the Christian similarity to
familiar Roman practice and the
dissimilarity to Jewish custom. All
of this supports—if only indirectly—the suggestion that Sunday was chosen for Christian worship because it was the sun's day.
A more direct indication is provided by the use of the sun as a
symbol to justify Sunday observance. The motifs of light and of
the sun are frequently invoked by
the Church Fathers to develop a
theological justification for Sunday worship. God's creation of
light on the first day and the resurrection of the Sun of Justice
which occurred on the same day
coincided with the day of the sun.
Jerome, to cite only one example,
explains: "If it is called day of the
Sun by the pagans, we most willingly acknowledge it as such, since
it is on this day that the light of
the world has appeared and on
this day the Sun of Justice has
risen."6 The day of the sun, then,
may well have been viewed by
Christians familiar with its veneration, as a providential and valid
substitution for the seventh-day
Sabbath, since the substitution
could well explain biblical mysteries to the pagan mind by means
of effective and familiar symbols.
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